What happens when an information technology (IT) division tries to introduce usability into its systems development process, especially in an organization whose core business is not software development? The result is usually an uphill battle to convince colleagues of the value of usability. This is an experience shared by countless usability practitioners. At industry conferences we gather together like self-help groups, sharing our experiences and frustration in trying to convince management of the benefits of usability. The constant complaint is "I just want to get on with my job, I'm tired of having to persuade people to 'do usability.'"
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Pitching Usability to Your Organization
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What makes it so difficult to get usability accepted in an organization? Perhaps one cause is that we tend to evangelize rather than sell usability. We want our managers to believe what we believe, and we try to convince using our own language. We fail to demonstrate the benefits in terms that our target audience understands.
Every organization has a number of different groups that need to be convinced about usability. Each group has different concerns and needs to hear not only different messages about usability, but messages delivered in different ways. To win these groups over you need to develop carefully targeted usability messages. You need a pitch.
In-House Software Development
This article is based on our experience as consultants to a number of organizations into which we have helped introduce usability. We discuss the different groups in an organization that you need to sell usability to and suggest ways of selling it to them. Our focus is inhouse development teams rather than software vendors; the introduction of usability techniques to software vendors has been treated extensively elsewhere [e.g., 5, 6] .
In-house software development supports organizations whose core business is not software development. Traditionally, these IT groups must work against tight budgets and deadlines to produce software that is then used by large groups of users. Their budgets and deadlines are not under their control. IT may be funded by the internal businesses they support, or they may be self-funding. Either way, it is not unusual to find businesses and IT departments in conflict with each other. Often the fundamental issue is one of poor communication and lack of understanding, with the end user squashed in between and the ultimate loser being the business itself.
As "user advocates," our job is to deliver the best software tools for end users to apply to their jobs. Yet, as obvious as this sounds, this message is not easy to convey. In this article we make suggestions based on our experience with how to create and deliver clear messages to target audiences within your organization.
Who Should You Sell Your Message To?
The first step is to identify the key people to whom you need to make your pitch. They usually include those who will fund usability, those whose support may be required to "champion" the effort, those whom you want to enlist as allies to strengthen your position, and those whose work will be most affected by the introduction of usability. A first-cut list of categories might look like this:
• Senior Managers • Potential Allies • Developers • Clients and Users • Other Internal Groups
Senior Managers
Senior managers usually fund development, including usability. Ideally, it's here that you may find your "usability champion." See [3] and [5] for a discussion of the role of usability champions. Depending on your source of start-up funds and the funding model in place for IT development, you may need to persuade managers both within IT and across other business units and to seek usability champions in both of these areas. You are likely to speak to senior managers both within IT and across the business. Both types of managers will be difficult to persuade. A senior IT manager may regard usability as a threat to budgets and schedules, whereas a senior non-IT manager is less likely to grasp the benefits of usability beyond well-laid-out screens. To deliver a message they will listen to, you must target your message directly at these concerns.
In short, it's not enough to simply tell senior managers that they are going to benefit from usability. You have to demonstrate it. With their focus primarily on the return on their software investment, senior managers look for value in terms of the bottom line.
IT managers also are focused on the bottom line. Usability is often perceived to increase the time and cost of development. If this is the case, you must first demonstrate that the usability activities you are proposing pose no threat to the IT manager's current objectives. If you can demonstrate that usability will reduce the time and costs associated with development, you should get their attention. We discuss some possible messages in the next section.
Potential Allies
Allies strengthen the position of the usability effort. Most organizations have multiple initiatives taking place to achieve a common goal, such as greater productivity, better customer service, or reduced running costs. These are initiatives that can benefit from usability. If you can make the groups working on these initiatives your allies, they may provide funding and internal marketing in support of usability activities and, in short, provide a "cover" for usability within better accepted initiatives.
Potential usability allies include groups such as marketing, training and documentation, continuous improvement, process improvement, and quality management. Each of these allies will want to know how usability can help them to achieve their particular business goals.
Developers
Developers are frequently overlooked as stakeholders in a usability initiative. And yet, they bear the brunt of usability activities; it is their jobs that change as the systems development method is amended to include user-centered design techniques. Developers and other members of the IT department are perhaps the most important people to convince about the value of any usability initiative.
Developers work under considerable pressure with tight deadlines and limited budgets. Often they pride themselves on their creative solutions to complex programming and design problems. They may be concerned that usability will result in development delays and blow out budgets and that user interface standards will take the fun and creativity out of design.
Developers will need to be reassured that usability won't blow out their budgets and deadlines or take the fun out of their jobs. They'll want to know how usability and usercentered design can make their jobs easier!
Clients and Users
Of course, the real beneficiaries of a usability initiative are the clients (the purchasers of internal systems) and the users of these systems; however, the benefits are not always clear. Although users should be relatively easy to win over to usability, clients may take more convincing. For example, if they have to pay for systems development through a cost recovery program, one of their main concerns may be that usability will result in higher development costs.
Another group that is sometimes difficult to convince is expert users, who act as user representatives during development. They may fear that their role will be diminished if end users and developers have more direct contact during the development process, and they may need reassurance that usability will help rather than hinder them in their jobs by providing structured techniques for eliciting user requirements.
Other Groups
The aforementioned groups are not the only ones affected by the introduction of usability. Your organization may have other initiatives or groups that may benefit from or feel threatened by usability activities. For example, business analysts and quality assurance practitioners may feel that their own work is threatened by usability practitioners. We focus here, however, on usability messages for the main groups described in this section.
What Messages Do They Want To Hear?
To develop appropriate usability messages, you need to tailor them carefully to the concerns of a particular group within a particular organization. To do that, you need to do some homework. Start by finding the "hot buttons" of the group-for example, enhancing customer service, improving the quality of a particular product or reducing running costs-and seek out data suggesting the extent of their current problem. Then use these data to convince them that usability can help resolve the issue or achieve the goal.
Understanding the particular usability myths and values that exist in your organization can give you valuable insight into the kind of reaction you are likely to e n c o u n t e r when introducing usability activities into an existing process. Usability myths are beliefs held by members of different groups in an organization [10] , for example,
• Usability specialists are not technical enough to understand the requirements of systems development • Users do not need better interfaces, just better training. Conversely, usability values are beliefs that define the usability culture in the organization. Some values we've found at actual client sites include
• Developers are rewarded for meeting deadlines and coming in under budget, not for delivering usable software • Clever coding and user interface design, not reuse and consistency, are praised In order to develop a convincing usability message, you need to identify and dispel harmful usability myths and beliefs that exist in your organization. One way that we do this is to present people with a range of possible beliefs and myths about usability (during interviews, focus groups, or presentations) and to ask them which myths and beliefs they relate to or believe are prevalent in the organization. Once we've identified the myths and beliefs, we then have an opportunity to discuss and address them.
Many different messages can help sell usability. We present here just a few of the messages that we have found to be most useful in persuading key stakeholders to buy into usability initiatives, and we discuss ways of getting information to target the messages to their hot buttons.
Usability Can Help You Meet Key Business Goals
In order to convince senior managers of the value of usability, it is essential to demonstrate that usability can support whatever is most important to the continued survival and success of the organization. In other words, you need to demonstrate that usability can help the organization to achieve its key business goals. For the importance of senior management support, see [3] and [5] . Equally, if you are trying to win over other g r o u p s within the organization as allies, it is important to demonstrate that usability can also help them meet their specific goals. One way that we have demonstrated this is through the development of "corporate usability goals"; that is, goals that are tied to the organization's corporate goals and that state clearly how usability will help the organization achieve these goals. For example, a key corporate goal of one of our clients is "continuing productivity improvements"; therefore, we developed usability goals in support of this corporate goal. These goals included "design systems that support users' work flow," "promote consistency through a common look and feel," and "promote efficient development practices."
As we pointed out earlier, the most important evidence you can present in support of usability is data that come from within your own organization. Cost-justifying usability has been the focus of much research [1, 7, 9] , and techniques for cost-justification are well documented. The trick is to find figures within your organization that will support the message you wish to communicate and apply cost-justification to your own situation.
For example, when working with the Department of Health and Family Services (a federal agency in Australia), we found that one of their main goals was to reduce running costs. Our next step was to get data that would demonstrate that usability could reduce these costs. First, we carried out a quick telephone survey to identify the hidden (peer-to-peer) support costs in the organization. We found that 3,000 users were spending up to one hour per week either seeking help from or giving help to their colleagues. We then used the information to quantify the cost of this lost time to the organization. Our second source of data came from the redevelopment of a strategic core application. We carried out a usability test on the existing system, which served as a benchmark against which we measured the redesigned graphical user interface. We used these data to demonstrate that users were able to complete tasks up to 5 minutes faster using the new system that had been redesigned with user-centered design techniques. These two sources of data allowed us to identify significant opportunities for cost saving through greater end user productivity and enabled us to convince management that they should develop a corporate usability strategy. If you don't have the resources to redesign an existing system, there are several other sources of valuable data. For example,
• Find out the cost of running the help desk and other support services •Find out the cost of delivering IT training for in-house systems • Conduct a quick survey to assess how much time is lost in "hidden" (peer-topeer) support • Find out the post-implementation costs associated with maintenance activity and system enhancements to meet user needs • Create a business plan in which you clearly state your case and the expected return on investment for usability activities Above all, focus on the areas that matter most to your target audience. Take the time to sit back and really think about the nature of your organization, the business that it is in and how usability can support this business.
Other Business Improvement Initiatives
How often have you found that other business improvement initiatives are taking place in your organization that overlap with usability activities? And yet, it seems almost impossible to convince those people working on initiatives that you have something to gain by working together. Although these barriers often stem from political motives, they are worth chipping away at.
It is while approaching members of other initiatives that we most often experience what we call the "glazed eye look." Communicating the value of usability to people with completely different backgrounds is often difficult. In these instances it may be worth avoiding the word "usability" altogether and describing your work in terms that add value to their particular initiative. For example, you could describe what you have to offer as an alternative approach to "continuous improvement" rather than as "usability."
To identify other groups that you could form alliances with, find out their overall objective. For example, is it to cut costs, improve customer service, or improve the organization's competitive advantage? Once you understand the objective, you can begin to put together a proposal that demonstrates how you can help them achieve that objective. Some initiatives that we've worked with in client organizations include the following:
• Business process improvement. Usercentered design techniques can assist in process improvement and lead to internal systems that are better designed to support new processes.
• Marketing. The relationship between marketing and software development in in-house software development environments may not seem as clear cut as for software vendors. The marketing group is a potentially powerful ally but also one of the toughest to convince about usability since they often see it overlap-ping with market research. Gain an understanding of the activities of the marketing group and their performance measures in order identify how usability activities might support their objectives.
• Technical communicators are a natural ally for usability. Technical communicators can effectively act as usability practitioners in disguise and can benefit from user-centered design because early system prototypes allow them to write documentation in parallel with systems development and therefore deliver documentation earlier.
Usability Can Reduce Development Costs
High development costs are often a focus of internal software development groups. Their clients often perceive development costs as high and the chance of incurring significant overruns as great when they don't necessarily receive the product that they asked for. When clients are paying for the development of IT through cost recovery, it is particularly important to reassure them that the introduction of usability will not result in systems that are more expensive or that do not reach them on time.
Research on cost justification has shown that usability can significantly reduce software development costs and can reduce the chances of cost overruns resulting from unmet or unseen user needs [8] . However, it isn't easy to make this argument convincingly. We have often found it difficult to assess the actual costs of systems development within organizations and have therefore turned to other sources of data. Help desk data are one key source; organizations frequently keep better track of the time and costs associated with supporting systems than they do of the costs associated with actually developing them. For one of our clients, Norwich Union, we were able to reduce help desk costs by 75 percent by redesigning sections of a customer service system to better support work flow.
Finally, it is important to integrate usability activities with other related development initiatives such as initiatives involving reuse, increased product quality, and reduced maintenance costs.
Usability Can Help You Meet Delivery Deadlines
Shorter development cycles can be a competitive advantage in a marketplace where internal systems support the core business. For IT managers, business managers, and clients alike, speedy and appropriate software that supports the core business is not only an attractive proposition, it can also lead to competitive improvements.
Several of our clients are attempting to improve customer service while saddled with legacy mainframes that undermine their ability to rapidly react to client demands for more personalized service. In short, the development of client-server front ends is taking a long time. Faster development can have farreaching implications for developers' ability to meet clients' needs.
Research shows that applying user-centered design early in the systems development cycle can result in more useful and appropriate software. But it's not enough to quote the literature: You must prove it. At the Department of Health and Family Services, our benchmarking and redesign of a core system delivered a powerful message: the new design not only benefited end users, it also meant that before coding began, testing had already confirmed that the design was appropriate. Changes were made before final coding and therefore were inexpensive and easy to make.
Finally, you need to link your usability strategy to a broader strategy that aligns usability activities with related initiatives such as reuse, repositories of templates, and controls that embody interface standards and that integrate user-centered design techniques into an existing systems development method.
Usability Can Reduce Training and Support Costs
Another significant area that often involves high costs is IT support and systems training. This is one area in which better user interface design can clearly help. Identify the existing costs and assess from a usability perspective why these costs are high. For example, poor learnability may be due to poor design, inconsistent design, or moving between multiple desktop applications. Set a viable target for the amount by which you want to reduce the costs and work with support or training to achieve that target.
Usability Means More Useful Software
As businesses grow more dependent on their software tools for delivering their core business, the quality and appropriateness of these tools have also become more important. This means that the design of software tools is no longer just about productivity and consistency; it now encompasses elements of design that support key business drivers and critical success factors.
This means that usability practitioners must speak even more languages than they do already. We have to learn to think like our clients: we have to understand their business, their objectives, and their individual performance measures. We also need to communicate using the tools of management, such as developing strong business cases that include a return on investment for our activities.
One of Hiser's clients developed a set of usability metrics that are tied to performance bonuses of software development teams. This means that the development team is made accountable not only for budgets, deadlines, and meeting user requirements, but also for the usability of the system.
It is important to demonstrate that usercentered design techniques can help the IT group to better do their jobs, through structured techniques for informing designers of users' needs, so that they end up with more usable, useful systems.
How Should Messages be Communicated?
Once you have characterized your organization and developed a strategy for convincing stakeholders of the benefits of usability, you'll need to develop a communication strategy. There are different ways to inform people, each with benefits and drawbacks.
Informing the Masses
To gain grassroots support for usability activities, you'll want to keep the whole organization informed of your achievements. This can be done through existing communication channels as well as new ones. For example, you could hold information sessions to inform both developers and end users of activities taking place. Groupware and bulletin boards provide a "broadcasting" approach that can allow interested people to follow various projects; existing channels such as internal newsletters are also worth leveraging.
Walking the Corridors
One useful way of both collecting information and selling the usability message is by "walking the corridors." This involves casual and formal one-on-one meetings with principal stakeholders such as senior management. Although oneon-one interviews may be more time consuming than focus groups or group meetings, they are often more effective. During interviews, we ask stakeholders about the organization's business goals and its vision, as well as their own objectives. This information then forms the basis of our key usability messages.
Seeing With Their Own Eyes
One of the most effective ways to get across the usability message is through direct experience. Usability testing remains one of the fastest ways to enable stakeholders to see the value of usability. Pick a strategic system to test, and make every effort to involve influential developers, senior managers, and clients as observers (but take care not to put senior managers in a situation where they will be made to look bad in front of their peers and staff). See [3] and [5] for a discussion of the value of usability testing for selling the usability message. Some organizations also have set up groups that are designed to bring developers and users into direct contact. These include usability advocates groups [11, 13] , usability roundtables [4] , and usability nights [5] .
Demonstrating Value
Although selling the general benefits of usability is important, it is even more important to demonstrate the value of usability within your own organization. If your resources are slim, be sure to choose strategic systems to work on in which the organization will benefit the most from user-centered design. Initially your strategy should be to identify activities that will deliver quick results, such as usability testing, inviting influential people along to act as observers. Choose projects to work on that have a high probability of success initially and, where possible, use benchmarking to measure and demonstrate the value of the activities for use in your communications strategy.
Opening Up Discussion
As mentioned earlier, introducing usability activities into an existing structure and process involves change. This change must be managed. We've learned a number of lessons about how to ease the change and enlist the help of those involved in the change process: talk openly with developers and clients about changes that may take place as a result of the introduction of usability, don't brush "standards" under the carpet, hold regular meetings, get developers involved while managing developers' expectations, ask them what they think about usability, outline the implications for them, and provide a forum in which they can express their concerns. Mayhew and Bias [10] address the issue of getting buy-in from developers.
Summary
As usability professionals, we need to learn more effective ways to communicate the value of usability to those for whom we are designing. Although we well understand that usability will help support the user's work and lead to consistency across applications, greater job satisfaction, and reduced training costs, we tend to evangelize rather than pitch our message. By learning to target these messages carefully to particular audiences, basing those messages on data specific to your organization and communicating using language and means that are understood by the target audience, you will have greater success and greater opportunities to demonstrate the value that we know usability can deliver.
To close, here's a list of some steps you can take to deliver effective messages within your organization:
• 
